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Preface
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THIS BOOK CAME ABOUT AS THE RESULT OF A SUGGESTION FROM MY publisher, Stephen Hanselman, and my editor, John Loudon, to consider doing something on the saints similar in nature to my previous book Lives of the Popes: The Pontiffs from St. Peter to John Paul II, published in the fall of 1997.

As was the case with my book on the popes, the great bulk of this volume consists of biographical sketches of varying lengths (Part IV). The biographies are of the saints who appear on the General Roman Calendar, which contains the list of feast days celebrated throughout the Roman Catholic Church, as well as of the many other saints whose feasts are celebrated by various countries, religious orders, or other Christian denominations, particularly the Greek and Russian Orthodox Churches, the churches of the Anglican Communion, especially the Church of England and the Episcopal Church in the United States of America (USA), and the churches of the Lutheran World Federation, especially the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. In addition there are references to holy persons not yet recognized as saints, including even non-Christians. Other features include a time line that integrates some of the Church’s most important saints with the major events of church and world history; three introductory chapters (Parts I–III) explaining in some detail the meaning of sanctity, its varieties of expression, and the process by which saints are proclaimed and canonized; an epilogue (Part V) that recapitulates the history of the Church in relation to some of the key saints who helped to shape its life and mission in each of its centuries of existence, distinguishes the saints by categories, and proposes a list of twenty of the Church’s most representative saints; a series of tables (Part VI), including lists of (1) feast days, (2) patron saints, (3) places and their patrons, (4) groups and causes with their corresponding patrons, (5) saints with their distinctive emblems in art and iconography, (6) saintly “firsts,” and (7) a chart that compares Pope John Paul II’s canonizations and beatifications with those of his predecessors; notes; a glossary of terms; a select and annotated bibliography of popular and scholarly resources; and an index of personal names and subjects.

I must make the same disclaimer here that I made in the preface to Lives of the Popes. This is not a work of primary or original historical scholarship. Indeed, most historians would require a lifetime of research to master the biographies of only one or two major saints and of the periods in which they lived. This book is the work of a theologian, not of a historian, and more specifically of an ecclesiologist, whose task is to reflect on the lives of the saints and on the process of canonization in the light of the nature, mission, and history of the Church as a whole. What do the saints tell us, individually and collectively, not only about the character of Christian discipleship, but about the meaning of human existence itself ? And what does the action of the Church in proclaiming or canonizing various types of Christians as saints disclose about the fundamental religious values of the Church itself ?

The originality of this book consists, first, in the overall concept and structure of the book; second, in the biographical material selected from the vast body of secondary literature as both theologically and historically pertinent and potentially interesting to nonspecialist readers; third, in the theological interpretations of sanctity, spirituality, and the canonization process; fourth, in the ecumenical and liturgical emphases employed throughout the book; and fifth, in the various features that are designed to expand and complement readers’ understanding of and appreciation for the individual saints and the Church’s own communal call to holiness.

Is the book a reference work, a book to be read as any other, from beginning to end, or a devotional resource, to be used for daily reflections on the lives of the saints? It is all three. Many readers will undoubtedly look first to see if their own favorite saints are mentioned and what is said about them. Then they may skip from month to month, perusing the biographies at random. It is my strong hope that readers who are immediately drawn to the Lives section of the book will not neglect for long the first three chapters and the Epilogue, because without them the biographical profiles are just so many disconnected vignettes of famous and not-so-famous religious figures from the distant and recent past.

Indeed, there is no more basic question for a Christian (or any individual human being, for that matter) to address than the question of sanctity. In what does a fully human life consist? What does it mean not only to be “good,” but to be “really good,” even outstandingly so? And what role does a global and multicultural community such as the Church have in inspiring others to live up to such standards of human behavior, and what responsibility does it have to live up to those standards itself ?

In this regard, I am reminded of some powerful lines in the document “Justice in the World,” of the Third World Synod of Bishops, meeting in Rome in 1971: “While the Church is bound to give witness to justice, it recognizes that anyone who ventures to speak to people about justice must first be just in their eyes” (III.2). Also cogent are these words of Pope Paul VI in his apostolic exhortation “On Evangelization in the Modern World” (Evangelii nuntiandi), released in December 1975: “Modern men and women listen more willingly to witnesses than to teachers, and if they do listen to teachers, it is because they are witnesses” (n. 41). Both statements underscore the crucial point that religious people, more than any others, have a special obligation to practice what they preach. Indeed, no accusation against adherents of a religious faith is more devastating than that they say one thing, but do another. Meditation on the saints and on the Church’s own communal call to holiness are important correctives to such tendencies. They remind us that it is humanly possible to practice what we preach, but that it also requires great and persistent effort as well as heroic virtue.

Readers can see for themselves what sources I found most useful in the completion of this project. They are listed, with pertinent comments, in the Select Bibliography toward the end of this book. I should like to single out for special praise the new twelve-volume Butler’s Lives of the Saints: New Full Edition, edited by Paul Burns and published by The Liturgical Press, Collegeville, Minnesota, in conjunction with Burns & Oates in England. It is the most comprehensive treatment of the saints in the English language. The advantage of this book, however, is that the vast amount of biographical material that one finds in Butler’s Lives of the Saints and in similar multivolume resources has been digested, synthesized, and compressed into a single volume. Moreover, the material is given a broader theological and historical context.

I could not have completed the book without help and encouragement from colleagues and friends. At the risk of leaving some of them out, I shall mention here just a few. My temporary graduate assistant, Edward Hahnenberg, a doctoral candidate in theology at the University of Notre Dame, did much of the preliminary research, identifying and evaluating resources as well as creating lists and charts that proved to be invaluable time-savers in the actual writing of the book. Two friends gave me helpfully critical assessments of the drafts: Thomas F. O’Meara, O.P., William K. Warren Professor of Theology at Notre Dame and a world-class expert on Thomas Aquinas and the theology of grace, and Beverly M. Brazauskas, who brought to the task long years of experience in teaching, religious education, and pastoral ministry. She also assisted, as she has with some of my previous books, in the preparation of the indexes. My longtime personal assistant, Donna Shearer, kept the rest of my commitments in order and on track as I focused almost single-mindedly on this project over the course of many months, but she also directly contributed in several ways to the completion of the book itself. My colleague Lawrence S. Cunningham, also a professor of theology at Notre Dame, is, as far as I am concerned, this country’s leading expert on the saints. His advice, his ready availability for questions, and his generosity in making resources available to me out of his own personal library were especially valuable. My former graduate assistant Sally Vance-Trembath, who is currently writing her dissertation under my direction, was also generous in tracking down sources in the library and in making herself available for ad hoc assignments. I could not have completed the work as quickly as I did without the advantage of a fully funded sabbatical leave from my regular teaching responsibilities at Notre Dame. For that I am grateful to the university, and in particular to the chair of the theology department, John Cavadini, and to the dean of the College of Arts and Letters, Mark Roche. Finally, I am deeply appreciative of the support, encouragement, and guidance I have received from the people at Harper San Francisco: Stephen Hanselman, the publisher; John Loudon, executive editor; Terri Leonard, managing editor; Kris Ashley, assistant to John Loudon; Ann Moru, copy editor; and everyone else connected with the production of this book.

Since I have never read a book review that blamed any or all of those who assisted the author in writing the work, perhaps it is time to put to rest the custom of ending a preface with an acknowledgment that, in spite of all the external help, the deficiencies are the sole responsibility of the author. Those who are quick to criticize the work of other people should remember that even the heroically virtuous saints had their imperfections. This is a book about those who were, before all else, human. As someone whispered to St. Augustine while he strolled in his garden, “Tolle, lege.” Pick it up and read it. My fondest hope is that readers’ investment of time and energy will be amply repaid.

RICHARD P. MCBRIEN

University of Notre Dame

May 2001
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Church and Its Saints

1–100




      The Blessed Virgin Mary and Joseph raise Jesus to manhood

      Peter, the other apostles, and Mary Magdalene witness to the Resurrection

      Christianity spreads through missionary activity

      Peter preaches to the Jews; Paul, to the Gentiles; they are martyred in Rome (ca. 64 and ca. 62–67, respectively)

      Persecutions by Nero (ca. 64), Domitian (ca. 81–ca. 96), and Trajan (ca. 98–117)

100




      The Church interacts with secular philosophy: Justin and the other Apologists

      Irenaeus opposes early heresies (Gnosticism, Docetism) that deny the humanity of Christ

      Martyrdoms continue: Polycarp

200




      Persecutions by Decius (249–51) and Valerian (257–58)

      Age of martyrs: Pope Sixtus II, Lawrence, Agatha, Cyprian of Carthage

      Period of imperial toleration (258–ca. 300)

300




      Persecution by Diocletian (303–13)

      The Edict of Constantine (313)

      The First Council of Nicaea (325): Athanasius, the leading spokesman against Arianism

      First Council of Constantinople (381): Basil the Great, Gregory Nazianzen, and Gregory of Nyssa

      Monasticism takes root: Anthony of Egypt, Pachomius, Paul the Hermit, Hilarion, Martin of Tours

      Conversion of Augustine by Ambrose (387)

400




      Doctrinal controversies continue

      Dawn of biblical studies: Jerome (d. 420)

      Augustine of Hippo (d. 430) opposes Pelagianism

      Council of Ephesus (431) opposes Nestorianism

      Patrick’s mission to Ireland (ca. 431)

      Council of Chalcedon (451) opposes Monophysitism: Pope Leo the Great, Cyril of Alexandria

500




      Benedict of Nursia founds Monte Cassino (ca. 525)

      Monasticism takes root in Ireland: Columba of Iona, Brigid of Kildare, Ita of Killeedy, Columban

      Gregory the Great (d. 604): first monk-pope, virtual civil ruler of Rome

      Mission to Britain (597): Augustine of Canterbury

600




      Tribal migrations throughout Europe; Muslim invasions in North Africa

      Scholar-monks and scholar-bishops preserve Christian culture: Isidore of Seville, Benedict Biscop, Cuthbert

700




      Merovingian dynasty yields to the Carolingians

      Mission to the Germans (719): Boniface, Chrodegang of Metz, Walburga

      Iconoclasm controversy (ca. 725–842); Second Council of Nicaea (787)

      Preservation of Christian culture continues: Venerable Bede, John Damascene

800




      Charlemagne is crowned Holy Roman emperor (800)

      Reform of Benedictine monasteries in France: Benedict of Aniane

      Cyril and Methodius: mission to the Slavs (ca. 862)

      St. Peter’s Basilica plundered by Muslim pirates (846)

      Pope Nicholas I excommunicates Patriarch Photius of Constantinople (863)

900




      Papacy sinks to moral depths; dominated by Roman families

      Monastery of Cluny founded (909)

      Christianity expands into Hungary (ca. 942), Poland (966), and Russia (ca. 988): Adalbert of Prague, Vladimir of Kiev

      First papal canonization: Ulrich of Augsburg (993)

1000




      The Church consolidates its missionary gains in Europe and England: Stanislaus of Kraków, Anselm of Canterbury

      East-West Schism (1054)

      Gregory VII (1073–85): reformer pope; claimed authority over whole Church

      Bruno founds Carthusians (1084)

      Roman Curia established (1089)

      First Crusade (1096–99)

      Robert of Molesmes and Stephen Harding found Cistercians (1098)

1100




      Bernard of Clairvaux founds Cistercian abbey of Clairvaux (1114)

      Norbert founds Premonstratensians (1120)

      Second Crusade (1146–48)

      Carmelites founded (ca. 1154)

      Thomas Becket martyred in Canterbury Cathedral (1170)

      Third Crusade (1189–92)

1200




      Fourth through Seventh Crusades (1202–54)

      Francis of Assisi founds the Franciscans (1209); Dominic founds the Dominicans (1215)

      New mendicant orders produce major theologians and preachers: Thomas Aquinas, Albert the Great, Bonaventure, Peter of Verona, Anthony of Padua

      Gregory IX establishes Papal Inquisition (1233)

      The first Scottish saint to be canonized: Margaret of Scotland (1250)

      Augustinian Hermits founded (1256)

      Innocent V (1276): first Dominican pope

      Women mystics: Mechthilde of Magdeburg (d. 1282)

      Nicholas IV (1288–92): first Franciscan pope

      Celestine V (1294): first hermit-pope; resigned after five months

1300




      Avignon papacy (1309–77) opposed by Catherine of Siena, Bridget of Sweden, foundress of Brigittines

      The first pope to be formally canonized: Celestine V (1313)

      Great Western Schism (1378–1417), also opposed by Catherine of Siena

      East and West alike venerate Sergius of Radonezh (ca. 1315–92)

1400




      Council of Constance (1414–18) ends Great Western Schism

      A century of great preachers: Bernardino of Siena, Vincent Ferrer

      And of great women saints: Frances of Rome, Joan of Arc

      Spanish Inquisition established (1479)

1500




      Leo X (1513–21) excommunicates Martin Luther (1517); Reformation begins

      English Reformation begins (1534)

      Ignatius of Loyola founds Society of Jesus (1534)

      Jesuit missions to India and Japan (1542–45, 1548–49): Francis Xavier, Paul Miki

      Counter-Reformation and Catholic Reformation

      Council of Trent (1545–63)

      Theological and pastoral renewal: Robert Bellarmine, Peter Canisius, Charles Borromeo

      Other new orders founded: Philip Neri, Oratorians; Francis of Paolo, Minims; Camillus de Lellis, Camillians; Anthony Mary Zaccaria, Barnabites; Jerome Emiliani, Somascan Fathers; Angela Merici, Ursulines; Peter of Alcántara, Alcantarines; John of God, Brothers Hospitallers

      Pius V excommunicates Queen Elizabeth (1570); English Catholics are martyred: Thomas More, John Fisher, Edmund Campion

      Roman catacombs discovered (1578)

      Sixtus V (1585–90) reorganizes Roman Curia in present form

1600




      Baroque Catholicism (ca. 1580–ca. 1750)

      Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci admitted to Peking (1601)

      Galileo imprisoned (1633)

      Lay apostolate and lay spirituality emerge: Francis de Sales

      New orders for the sake of the poor and education: Vincent de Paul, Vincentians; Louise de Marillac, Sisters of Charity; Jane Frances de Chantal, Visitation Sisters; John Eudes, Congregation of Jesus and Mary; Joseph Calasanz, Piarists

      Mission to North America: Isaac Jogues and companions

      Mission to Latin America: Peter Claver, Martin de Porres, Rose of Lima

      Devotion to the Sacred Heart: Margaret Mary Alacoque

      First canonized saint of the Americas: Rose of Lima (1671)

1700




      Still more orders founded: Paul of the Cross, Passionists; Louis Grignion de Montfort, Montfort Fathers and Daughters of Wisdom; John Baptist de La Salle, Brothers of the Christian Schools; Alphonsus Liguori, Redemptorists

      Clement XIV suppresses the Jesuits (1773)

1800




      Catholic Romanticism

      Pius VII reinstates the Jesuits (1814)

      New religious orders: Anthony Claret, Claretians; John Bosco, Salesians; Elizabeth Ann Seton, Daughters of Charity of St. Joseph; Julia Billiart, Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur; Peter Julian Eymard, Blessed Sacrament Fathers

      Continued missionary expansion: Andrew Kim Taegõn and companions (Korea), Andrew Dung-Lac and companions (Vietnam), Charles Lwanga and companions (black Africa)

      First Eastern saint to be formally canonized by the Roman Catholic Church: Josephat (1867)

      First Vatican Council (1869–70)

1900




      Delayed influence of nineteenth-century saints: Theresa of the Child Jesus (Little Flower), Bernadette of Soubirous, Maria Goretti, John Vianney

      First American citizen canonized: Frances Xavier Cabrini (1946)

      John XXIII convenes Second Vatican Council (1962–65)

      First women Doctors of the Church: Teresa of Ávila, Catherine of Siena (1970)

      First American-born saint: Elizabeth Ann Seton (1975)

      The first Filipino saint: Lawrence Ruiz (1987)

      First Canadian-born saint: Mary Margaret d’Youville (1990)

      First Australian-born saint: Mary MacKillop (1995)

      First saints connected with the Holocaust: Maximilian Maria Kolbe (1982), Teresa Benedicta of the Cross (Edith Stein) (1998)

2000




      First Chinese saints: the martyrs of China (2000)

Secular History

1–100




      Roman emperors: Tiberius (14–37), Caligula (37–41), Claudius (41–54), Nero (54–68), Domitian (ca. 81–ca. 96)

100




      Roman emperors: Trajan (ca. 98–117), Antoninus Pius (138–61), Marcus Aurelius (161–80), Septimus Severus (193–211)

200




      Roman emperors: Decius (249–51), Gallus (251–53), Valerian (253–60), Gallienus (260–68), Diocletian (284–305)

      Partition of Roman Empire into East and West (285)

300




      Constantine the Great (306–37): sole emperor

      Seat of Roman Empire moved to Constantinople (331)

      Empire splits again into West and East (340)

      Barbarian migrations begin (ca. 375–ca. 568)

      Theodosius the Great (392–95): last ruler of united empire

400




      Barbarian migrations continue

      Visigoths invade Italy (401)

      Alaric captures and sacks Rome (410)

      Vandals sack Rome (455)

      End of Western Roman emperors (476)

      Theodoric founds Ostrogoth kingdom of Italy (493)

      Clovis, king of the Franks, converts to Christianity (496)

500




      Justinian the Great (527–65)

      Rome and Naples annexed to Byzantium (553)

      Lombards drive Byzantines from northern Italy (565)

600




      Muhammad (570–632)

      Barbarian migrations end in western Europe (ca. 600)

      Arabs conquer Jerusalem (637) and destroy Carthage (697)

700




      Christianity in North Africa exterminated by Muslims (by 700)

      Charlemagne becomes sole ruler of Frankish kingdom (771)

800




      Charlemagne crowned first Carolingian emperor (800)

      Arabs sack Rome (846) and conquer Sicily (878)

      Emperor Basil recaptures Italy from the Arabs (880)

900




      Arabs expelled from central Italy (916)

      Otto I crowned Holy Roman emperor (962)

      Otto II crowned Holy Roman emperor (967)

      Otto III crowned Holy Roman emperor (996)

1000




      Muslims sack the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem (1009)

      Battle of Hastings (1066)

      Henry IV excommunicated by Gregory VII (1076)

      Henry IV imprisons Gregory VII (1084)

      Crusaders capture Jerusalem (1099)

1100




      Henry V crowned Holy Roman emperor (1111)

      Lothar III crowned Holy Roman emperor (1133)

      Frederick Barbarossa crowned Holy Roman emperor (1155)

      Thomas Becket murdered in Canterbury Cathedral (1170)

1200




      Crusaders capture Constantinople, establish Latin empire (1204)

      England and Ireland become papal fiefs (1213)

      Magna Carta (1215)

      Marco Polo to China (1271–95)

      Crusades formally end (1291)

1300




      Black Death in Europe (1347–49)

      Byzantines lose last possession in Asia Minor to Turks (1390)

1400




      Constantine XI Palaeologus, last Byzantine emperor (1448–53)

      Fall of Constantinople to Turks (1453)

      Gutenberg Bible (1456)

      Lorenzo de’Medici rules Florence (1469–92)

      Moorish kingdom ends in Spain (1492)

      Christopher Columbus discovers America (1492)

      Alexander VI divides New World between Spain and Portugal (1493)

1500




      Explorers: Vasco da Gama (1469–1524), Ferdinand Magellan (1480–1521), Francis Drake (1540–96)

      Michelangelo (1475–1564)

      Copernican theory (1512)

      Mary succeeds Edward VI (1553)

      Elizabeth I succeeds Mary (1558)

      Gregorian calendar adopted (1582)

      Defeat of the Spanish Armada (1588)

1600




      First African slaves brought to North America (1619)

      Peter Minuit buys island of Manhattan for $24 (1626)

      Harvard College founded (1636)

      Isaac Newton (1642–1727)

      Peace of Westphalia (1648)

1700




      American Declaration of Independence (1776)

      U.S. Constitution (1788)

      George Washington, first U.S. president (1789–97)

      French Revolution (1789)

      Rosetta Stone found in Egypt (1799)

1800




      Napoleon crowned king of Italy (1805), annexes Papal States (1809), defeated at Waterloo (1815)

      Holy Roman Empire ends (1806)

      Charles Darwin (1809–82)

      Karl Marx (1818–83)

      Communist Manifesto (1848)

      Italy proclaimed a kingdom (1861)

      American Civil War (1861–65)

      U.S. Emancipation Proclamation (1863)

      Dominion of Canada established (1867)

      Kulturkampf in Prussia (1871)

1900




      Sigmund Freud (1856–1939)

      Commonwealth of Australia established (1901)

      New Zealand attains Dominion status (1907)

      World War I (1914–18)

      Russian Revolution (1917)

      Irish Free State established (1922)

      Frank D. Roosevelt elected U.S. president (1932)

      Adolf Hitler, German chancellor (1933)

      Spanish Civil War (1936–39)

      World War II (1939–45)

      United Nations charter (1945)

      Cold War (1945–89)

      Republic of Ireland established (1949)

      John F. Kennedy assassinated (1963)

      Vietnam War (1965–73)

      Communism collapses (1989)
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PART I

WHO IS A SAINT?

THE VENERATION OF SAINTS HAS BEEN AN INTEGRAL PART OF the Church’s life practically ever since the death of its first martyr, Stephen [December 26].1 Most Christians (and many non-Christians as well) are named after saints, as are some major and mid-sized cities in the United States, for example, St. Louis, St. Augustine, St. Paul, San Francisco, San Jose, San Juan, Santa Anna, Santa Barbara, San Bernardino, and San Antonio. The most famous golf course in the world is named after St. Andrew [November 30], and one of the world’s most beloved mythical characters, Santa Claus, after St. Nicholas [December 6].

In 1955, however, Karl Rahner (d. 1984), the leading Catholic theologian of the twentieth century, noted the absence of any serious treatment of the saints in contemporary theology. “It is a strange thing,” he wrote, “but if one takes a glance at an average modern dogmatic theology, one will find it necessary to look in a great many different places for the doctrine of the Saints of the holy Church and of their veneration.”2 Twenty-five years later, the situation remained essentially unchanged. Lawrence Cunningham, a well-established expert on the saints and spirituality, found no evidence in 1980 “that theologians are doing much serious reflection on the relevance or even the meaning of the saint in the Christian tradition.”3

The saints were nevertheless an important part of the devotional life of Catholics during this period. Parents were carefully instructed to choose a saint’s name for their newborn infants; otherwise, the priest would not baptize them. Boys and girls were expected to select a saint’s name for Confirmation. Catholics of all ages routinely prayed to St. Anthony of Padua [June 13] to find lost articles or to St. Jude [October 28] in the face of seemingly hopeless situations. There were popular novenas to St. Anne [July 26], the Little Flower (St. Theresa of the Child Jesus) [October 1], the Miraculous Medal (a devotion promoted by St. Catherine Labouré [November 28]), and St. Jude. Children and adults alike wore medals imprinted with the images of St. Joseph [March 19], St. Benedict of Nursia [July 11], and St. Christopher [July 25]. The last was such a popular item in automobiles that it was a matter of widespread concern, even anxiety, for many Catholics (and some non-Catholics too) when Christopher was dropped from the liturgical calendar in 1969. Saints were also the subjects of colorful stained-glass windows in churches and of statues, medieval and modern. National or ethnic parishes were readily identified by their patron saints, for example, Anne (French), Anthony of Padua (Italian), Boniface [June 5] (German), Casimir [March 4] (Lithuanian or Polish), Cyril and Methodius [February 14] (Polish), Martin de Porres [November 3] (African American), Our Lady of Guadalupe [December 12] (Hispanic), Our Lady of Mount Carmel [July 16] (Italian), and Stanislaus [April 11] (Polish).

Since 1980 the saints and spirituality have moved closer to the center of theological as well as devotional attention.4 The reasons vary and are perhaps too complex to pinpoint. However, the increased interest in narrative and storytelling and the heightened value of experience as a locus (Lat., “source”) of theological understanding would have to be counted among the leading factors.5 It may also be a matter of the delayed impact of the Second Vatican Council (1962–65), which clearly shifted the emphasis from the saints as miracle workers to the saints as models.6 “No devotion to the saints is more acceptable to God,” the great Christian humanist Erasmus [see July 12] once wrote, “than the imitation of their virtues. . . . Do you want to honor St. Francis? Then give away your wealth to the poor, restrain your evil impulses, and see in everyone you meet the image of Christ.”7

The Saints as “Holy Ones”

Saints are holy people. Because God alone is holy, to be a saint is to participate in, and to be an image of, the holiness of God. “Be holy, for I, the Lord, your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2). Persons, however, cannot make themselves holy. Only God can do that. The biblical notion of holiness, rooted in the Old Testament, involves a “being set apart” by God from what is profane in order to belong in a new and special way to God. This setting apart, or consecration, can apply not only to persons, such as priests and religious, but also to places, like a temple or land, or to things, like commandments or a chalice, or to communities, like Israel (“a holy nation” [Exod. 19:6]) or the Church (“one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church”).8

For Jesus, nothing is more precious than the Kingdom, or Reign, of God, which is the healing and renewing power and presence of God on our behalf. “Instead, seek his kingdom, and these other things will be given you besides” (Luke 12:31). Like a person who finds a hidden treasure in a field or a merchant who discovers a precious pearl, one must be prepared to give up everything else in order to possess the Kingdom (Matt. 13:44–46). But it is promised only to those with a certain outlook and way of life, as expressed in the Beatitudes (Matt. 5:3–12), and to those who see and respond to Christ in the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the homeless, and the prisoner (Matt. 25:31–46). To the scribe who grasped the meaning of the two great commandments—love of God and of neighbor—Jesus said: “You are not far from the kingdom of God” (Mark 12:34). For Jesus, the Reign of God—and, therefore, a life of holiness—is open in principle to everyone.

To share in the holiness of God is to share in the very life of God. Holiness, therefore, is a state of being that is the practical equivalent of grace, God’s self-gift. To be in the “state of grace” is to be permeated and transformed by the presence of God. Saints are persons in whom the grace of God, won for us by Christ, has fully triumphed over sin— which is not to say that the saints were without sin. Jesus alone was without sin (John 8:46; 14:30; 2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Pet. 2:22; Heb. 4:15), and only he could be called “the Holy One of God” (John 6:69).

The term “holy” (Gk. hagios) was applied to the disciples of Christ even during their earthly lives. First Peter 1:15–16 explicitly cites Leviticus 11:44 (“. . . you shall make and keep yourselves holy, because I am holy”) and 19:2 (“Be holy, for I, the Lord, your God, am holy”) and applies these texts to Christians. St. Paul [June 29] addresses those to whom he writes as “holy ones” (Rom. 1:7; 15:25; 1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Cor. 1:1; Eph. 1:1; Phil. 1:1). Gradually the “holy ones” became more commonly referred to as the “saints.”

Categories of Saints

In the Catholic tradition, there are at least four possible applications of the word “saints”: (1) all those who have been sanctified, or made holy, by the grace of Christ, whether they are living or dead, Catholic or non-Catholic, Christian or non-Christian, people of explicit religious faith or none; (2) those who, having been sanctified by Christ on earth, have entered into the joy of eternal life; (3) biblical figures in the time before Christ who lived by the Spirit of God and who became luminous examples of holiness; and (4) those whom the Church, either through popular acclaim or formal canonization, has declared to be members of the Church triumphant (i.e., those already in the company of God, the angels, and the saints in heaven) and who are commemorated and invoked in the Church’s public worship and in private prayer.9

The Church attests to that broadly inclusive tradition each year in its celebration of the feast of All Saints [November 1]. Grace, which is the sanctifying presence of God in an individual person, is available to everyone. Every human person is oriented toward God and possesses the radical capacity to receive the grace of God. Human existence, therefore, is graced existence. We are alive by a principle, namely, the grace of God, that transcends us. We are fully human, and yet, by the grace of God, we have the capacity to become more than that, namely, to become partakers of the divine life itself and to share ultimately in God’s eternal glory.10 To participate in God’s grace and glory is to be a saint in the fullest sense of the word.

Given the broader, catholic understanding of sanctity, this book acknowledges the witness to sanctity of (1) those Catholics who have not yet either been popularly acclaimed or formally canonized, such as Dorothy Day [November 29], Mother Teresa of Calcutta [September 5], and Archbishop Oscar Romero, of El Salvador [March 24]; (2) non-Catholic Christians whose sanctity has been recognized and liturgically celebrated by other churches, such as the seventeenth-century Anglican priest-poets George Herbert [February 27] and John Donne [March 31], the fourteenth-century abbot Sergius of Radonezh [September 25], regarded by some as the Francis of Assisi [October 4] of Russian Orthodoxy, and the German Lutheran Dietrich Bonhoeffer [April 9], executed by the Nazis toward the end of World War II; (3) Jews, such as the ancient prophets of Israel and a twentieth-century prophet who wrote eloquently about them, the Hasidic rabbi Abraham Heschel [December 23]; and (4) other non-Christians, such as the Hindu holy man of India, Mohandas Gandhi [January 30].11 The principal focus of the book, however, remains on those to whom the title “saint” has traditionally applied: (5) those who were acclaimed as saints within the undivided Church of the first Christian millennium, such as Peter and Paul [June 29], Agnes [January 21] and Agatha [February 5], and (6) those who were formally canonized by the Catholic Church during the second Christian millennium, such as Catherine of Siena [April 29] and Francis Xavier [December 3], and those who are now among the canonized saints of the third Christian millennium, such as Mother Katharine Drexel [March 3].

Types of Christian Saints

In the beginning, Jesus’ disciples were considered “saints” and were addressed as such by St. Paul in his Letters, or Epistles, to the various churches of the first century. The first saints in a more restricted sense of the word were the martyrs, who had died for the faith and whose reward was believed to have been immediate transition to eternal life with Christ. The earliest mention of a memorial cult at the burial site of a martyr is in the Martyrdom of Polycarp (18:1–3), written in the middle of the second century. The cult involved veneration of the site, pilgrimages to it, adoption of the martyr as the patron saint of the local church or town, and a belief in the martyr’s power to perform miracles on behalf of the living.12 From the reign of Constantine in the early fourth century and with the end of the intermittent periods of persecution, the cult of saints (the so-called red martyrs) was extended to confessors (the so-called white martyrs, and not to be confused with priests who administer the sacrament of Penance), namely, those who suffered imprisonment, torture, expropriation of property, hard labor, and/or exile for the faith but who did not directly suffer the martyrdom of death; to ascetics, especially those, such as monks, hermits, and holy women who lived a life of celibacy or virginity;13 to wise teachers, including theologians and spiritual writers; to pastorally effective church leaders, including bishops, outstanding members of the diocesan and religious clergy, and the founders and foundresses of religious orders; and to those who cared for the sick and the poor.14

The Veneration of Saints

A Brief History

The two kinds of martyrs—“red” and “white” alike—were honored on the anniversary of their deaths, as the day of their birth to a new life in heaven. Churches were named after them and placed under their patronage. Special prayers to them were added to the Mass and readings about them were inserted into the Liturgy of the Hours, or Divine Office. Eastern churches venerated their images, while Western churches venerated their relics.15 Biographies of various saints—some historically reliable and others less so or not at all—were composed and became more familiar to people than the Scriptures themselves, contributing to the shaping the Catholic imagination of the Middle Ages.

Although Augustine [August 28] warned the faithful in Hippo to “worship God alone,” he also exhorted them to “honor the saints,” and specifically the martyrs (Sermo 273.9). He was only confirming what was already a common feature of worship and devotional life in North Africa at the time (early fifth century). However, by the end of the patristic era (ca. eighth century) it was a constant challenge for church leaders and theologians to keep the veneration of saints, angels, and the Blessed Virgin Mary in line with the central truth of Christian faith: that Jesus Christ is the one Mediator between God and humanity (1 Tim. 2:5). In 787 the Second Council of Nicaea insisted that God alone is worthy of our worship and adoration (Gk. latria); by contrast, the saints are to be given our respect and honor (Gk. dulia). Later theology proposed that Mary, however, is worthy of hyperdulia, a “higher” form of veneration, but far short of adoration or worship.16

In the West, pilgrimages to the shrines of particular saints were matters of local pride and profit. The cult of relics—many of which were sold, traded, falsified, stolen, and fought over—became increasingly important after the fall of the Roman Empire, especially in northern Europe, because many areas did not have their own local martyrs and shrines. The practice of the “translation,” or transfer, of relics from tombs to churches throughout the Christian world became more common at this time, when the Church was encouraging the veneration of relics among the newly evangelized in order to help solidify their faith and to prevent any relapse into the worship of idols. Popes were often generous with the relics of saints buried in Roman cemeteries. In the twelfth century the Crusaders expropriated some of the East’s most revered relics and took them back to various churches in the West, thereby enhancing the prestige of those churches.

Monastic piety also gave prominence to saints as founders and foundresses, patrons and patronesses, and intercessors and protectors. The sanctoral cycle in the liturgy grew rapidly. Local bishops gradually took control of the process from the fifth century. They would not allow a saint’s name to be added to the calendar unless they were given a written account of the candidate’s life (Lat. vita) and miracles. These accounts were read aloud in the presence of the bishop.17 Upon approval of the bishop or local synod, the body was exhumed and transferred to an altar, an act that was the equivalent of canonization. The saint was assigned a feast day and the name was added to the local calendar. As the veneration of certain saints spread beyond the limits of a given diocese or country and also beyond the control of the local bishops and abbots, efforts were made to contain abuses, especially in the proliferation of shrines, relics, and devotional practices. The papacy eventually intervened, but the first papal canonization did not take place until 993, when Ulrich of Augsburg [July 4] was formally proclaimed a saint by Pope John XV. Almost two hundred years later (ca. 1170) Pope Alexander III, in a letter to the king of Sweden, insisted that no one should be venerated as a saint without the authority of the church of Rome. When this letter was included in the Decretals of Pope Gregory IX in 1234, it became part of the general law of the Church in the West, namely, that only the pope could canonize a saint.18 The process acquired the character of a legal trial during the Avignon papacy (1309–77), when the Roman Curia became more streamlined in its operations. A distinction also emerged soon thereafter between those who were papally canonized (known as the sancti [Lat., “saints”]) and those who were venerated locally or by a religious order (known as beati [Lat., “blessed”]). Although the two categories continue to exist today, the basis for the distinction has changed. Those who have been beatified are now assigned a feast day and may be venerated by the universal Church.

The cult of saints took a major turn in the late Middle Ages as the ordinary faithful became more and more concerned with the question of life after death. Pope Benedict XII issued a constitution, Benedictus Deus (Lat., “Blessed God”), in 1336 teaching that the saints see God “in an intuitive vision face to face” (what is known as the Beatific Vision), and the Council of Florence reaffirmed this doctrine in 1439. Because of the saints’ close proximity to God in heaven, they were increasingly viewed as powerful sources of spiritual and material favors. By the time of the Reformation in the sixteenth century the notion of a “treasury of merits” had also taken hold in the Church. The Church believed that it had title to a wealth of spiritual benefits earned by the good works and sufferings of the saints and the Blessed Virgin Mary as well as of Christ himself. These merits could be applied, in the form of indulgences, to each individual, living or dead, to cancel his or her temporal punishments due to sin in the state of purgatory. The Reformers, particularly Martin Luther, strongly objected to the cult of saints (and their relics) on the grounds that it detracted from Christ’s role as the one Mediator between God and humanity. The Council of Trent (1545–63) rejected the Reformers’ stance and encouraged Catholics to invoke the saints as sources of grace from God through Christ, who alone is our Redeemer.

In the Baroque period of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, devotions outside of Mass and the Divine Office, such as novenas in honor of the saints, pilgrimages to their shrines, and prayers to the saints in quest of some temporal or spiritual advantage, became increasingly popular. The celebration of the Mass became more theatrical and increasingly remote from the ordinary experience of the laity.19 The new extraliturgical devotions filled in the spiritual gap. They appealed to the people’s senses (few could read) and were in the vernacular (few could understand Latin). They provided tangible ways of making the grace of God vivid and concrete. The faithful learned the stories of their own local saints from art and sermons. Canonizations of new saints and devotions to them increased significantly, especially in Italy, Spain, and France, and continued at a vigorous pace until the Second Vatican Council.

Theological Reflections

The veneration, or cult, of saints belongs to the very essence of the Church, which is not only one, catholic, and apostolic, but also holy. As Karl Rahner pointed out, if the Church, understood as the people of God, lacked saints, it would not be what it was meant to be, namely, the corporate embodiment, or sacrament, of the victory of God’s grace in human history and in the actual lives of real human persons.20 Sanctity, or holiness, would be nothing more than an abstract ideal that is never achieved.

The saints confirm us in the hope that holiness is an achievable goal; they manifest holiness in the concrete texture of ordinary human existence. They live in history, are shaped by it, and, in turn, often shape it as well. Consequently, they function as “the initiators and the creative models of the holiness which happens to be right for, and is the task of, their particular age. They create a new style; they prove that a certain form of life and activity is a really genuine possibility; they show experimentally that one can be a Christian even in ‘this’ way; they make such a type of person believable as a Christian type.”21 But not only is sanctity possible in the concrete; there are also many ways in which it can be realized in individual persons, as we shall point out in greater detail in the next part. There is no one way to be holy, even as a Christian. Each disciple of Christ is a unique creation of God, and each period and place in the history of the Church is different from all other periods and places. The grace of Christ triumphs in this particular fashion, in this particular individual, in this particular time and place. The grace of Christ may also triumph in another fashion, in another individual, in another time and place.

“The Church, by canonization,” Rahner continues, “confirms [the saints’] word, not so much or even principally in order to honor the saints, but because she thus finds her own task, her own nature, in so far as it has to be realized precisely here and now and then continuously maintained as thus realized.”22 In other words, by the action of the Church what is time-conditioned assumes permanent validity.

The Second Vatican Council taught that we should look to the saints not only as examples of Christian discipleship and sources of spiritual and material benefits, but also as fonts of strength in the practice of communal charity toward others. At the same time, the council called for the removal or correction of “any abuses, excesses, or defects which may have crept in here and there, and so restore all things that Christ and God be more fully praised.” The Church, it declared, must “teach the faithful, therefore, that the authentic cult of the saints does not consist so much in a multiplicity of external acts, but rather in a more intense practice” of the love of Christ for all (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 51).

Accordingly, when the Church canonizes a saint, it affirms that God’s redemption in Christ has actually and already happened in the case of this particular individual, that the Spirit has permeated and transformed this person, that their sins have been taken away, and that they bask now in God’s eternal light. In the case of the saint, the grace of Christ is more than a possibility; it is a permanent reality. It is a reality, however, not only for individuals, but also for the whole community of disciples. The Church itself is called to be holy (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 39). It becomes thereby “the light of the nations” and “a sign and instrument . . . of communion with God and the unity of the entire human race” (n. 1).

Thus, the model by which we are to understand our relationship with the saints is no longer that of supplicant and benefactor, but one of communion and solidarity. Saints are fellow disciples in the community of disciples, and Mary is the disciple par excellence. The saints are not situated between us and Christ; they are with us, in Christ, as sisters and brothers with whom we share a common humanity, a common faith, a common ecclesial community, and a common destiny.

The Saints as Sacraments

The cult of saints is rooted in Catholicism’s sacramental conviction that the infinite, invisible God is present and redemptively active in the finite, visible, human realities of this world, and especially in human persons who embody and practice the goodness and love of God.23 Men and women, young and old alike, who have “heroically” responded to God’s loving presence are saints, canonized or not. The full company of saints, both living and dead, is known as the communion of saints, and the Church is its core.

At the heart of this distinctively Catholic sacramental perspective is the belief that God’s presence and redemptive activity have been supremely—and uniquely—embodied in the person of Jesus Christ, whose “mystical body” and “fundamental sacrament” the Church is.24 Because the Church is the sacrament of Christ, it is called to manifest in its own life, its members, its ministries, and its structural operations the holiness of the one who alone can be called “the Holy One of God.” As such, the Church is, as noted above, “a sign and instrument . . . of communion with God and of the unity of the entire human race” (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 1).

The principle of sacramentality takes form in these lines from the Letter to the Hebrews regarding the pedagogical and supportive role that holy people of the past play in the lives of those still on the way: “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us rid ourselves of every burden and sin that clings to us and persevere in running the race that lies before us while keeping our eyes fixed on Jesus, the leader and perfecter of faith” (12:1–2). We look to the saints, therefore, as exemplars and models, “a cloud of witnesses.” St. Paul was even more to the point—almost brazenly so—in his First Letter to the Corinthians. To those who wondered how they could pattern their lives on Christ’s when they did not know him, Paul wrote: “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ” (11:1; see also 4:16; Phil. 3:17; 2 Thess. 3:7, 9). The Church lifts its saints before the world for this same purpose: to provide models and examples of discipleship. Imitate them, in whom the grace of Christ has triumphed, the Church assures us, and you will be imitating Christ himself.

The Second Vatican Council built upon these biblical foundations: “When we look at the lives of those women and men who have faithfully followed Christ, we are inspired anew to seek the city which is to come (see Heb. 13:14; 11:10), while at the same time we are taught about the safest path by which, through a changing world and in keeping with each one’s state of life and condition, we will be able to arrive at perfect union with Christ, which is holiness. In the lives of those companions of ours in the human condition who are more perfectly transformed into the image of Christ (see 2 Cor. 3:18) God shows, vividly, to humanity his presence and his face. He speaks to us in them and offers us a sign of his Kingdom, to which we are powerfully attracted, so great a cloud of witnesses are we given (see Heb. 12:1) and such an affirmation of the truth of the gospel.” (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 50).

The Saints and Ecumenism

The cult of saints is not peculiar to Catholicism alone, even if it is one of its distinctive characteristics.25 The saints are also commemorated on the liturgical calendars of the Greek and Russian Orthodox churches and in the other churches of Eastern Christianity; in the Church of England, the Episcopal Church in the United States of America (hereafter, USA), and in other churches within the Anglican Communion; and in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America and in Canada and in the other churches of the Lutheran World Federation.26 Indeed, in referring to the many martyrs of the twentieth century, Catholic and non-Catholic alike, in his 1994 apostolic letter Tertio Millennio Adveniente (Lat., “As the Third Millennium Draws Near”), Pope John Paul II urged that “local churches should do everything possible to ensure . . . the memory of those who have suffered martyrdom.” This action, he continued, “cannot fail to have an ecumenical character and expression. Perhaps the most convincing form of ecumenism is the ecumenism of the saints and of the martyrs. The communio sanctorum [Lat., “communion of saints”] speaks louder than the things which divide us” (n. 37).27 On May 7, 2000, the pope held an ecumenical jubilee prayer service in the Roman Colosseum. In preparation for the ceremony the Vatican had collected over twelve thousand names of twentieth-century martyrs, Catholics and other Christians alike. More than two dozen leaders from nineteen Christian churches joined the pope in reading testimonies from a representative group of sixteen Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, and Protestant victims of Nazism, Communism, dictatorships, civil wars, and religious intolerance. “The precious heritage which these courageous witnesses have passed down to us,” John Paul II said on that occasion, “is a patrimony shared by all the churches and ecclesial communities.”28

The Healthiness of Saints

Saints are holy people—people who have, on balance, lived their lives in conformity with the gospel. The words “on balance” are crucial here, because it is not the case that saints neither committed sins nor had any personal faults and weaknesses. The saints were as human as any of us, but they somehow managed to rise above the standard of ordinary human behavior and manifest heroic virtue when it counted most.

In canonizing a saint, the Church declares the person to be in heaven, that is, to have achieved salvation. The word “salvation” is derived from the Latin word salus, which means “health.” To be saved, that is, to become a saint, means that one has been brought to the fullness of human health, to have been made whole. Indeed, holiness is wholeness,29 albeit transcendently so. We are made holy by reason of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, whose presence becomes manifest in acts of mercy, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience (Col. 3:12; Gal. 5:22; Rom. 6:22). The holy person is a person of integrity, that is, one who leads a whole life in which belief and practice converge, even in the face of death.

The saint is hopeful rather than despairing, loving rather than mean-spirited, courageous rather than weak, and has a passion for justice. In years past, these characteristics were readily recognized and called virtues, that is, “powers” by which a life of Christian discipleship, indeed a fully human life, is possible. There were, traditionally, the theological virtues of faith, hope, and love (1 Cor. 13:13), and the cardinal, or moral, virtues of prudence, justice, temperance, and fortitude, rooted in the Nicomachean Ethics of the Greek philosopher Aristotle (d. 322 B.C.) and developed by such early Christian theologians as Gregory the Great [September 3] and Augustine [August 28], and later by Thomas Aquinas [January 28]. Today, however, there are other virtues as well, such as stewardship of the environment, truthfulness even at the risk of reprisals, mercy and compassion, forgiveness, gratitude, and humility (not of the supine, doormat kind, but of an honest recognition of one’s relationship to God and to others).30

By contrast, the life of the Spirit is not visibly present in the unholy, or the unhealthy. They tend instead to be self-righteous, judgmental, unforgiving, resentful, vindictive, grim, rigid and authoritarian, punitive, controlling, obsessive, gratified by the humiliation and misfortunes of those of whom they disapprove, burdened with guilt, ill at ease in the presence of others, especially those of the opposite gender, and wracked by fear of their own sexuality and of the human love and intimacy it expresses. In its extreme manifestations, unhealthiness generates cruelty and violence.31

On occasion, men and women with one or more of these unhealthy traits have been raised up by the Church as models of Christian discipleship. The message conveyed in the beatification and canonization processes, therefore, has sometimes been misleading, and the “cloud of witnesses” has become instead an impenetrable fog.

Confusion and even resentment can also be created when the great majority of officially recognized saints happen to be white, celibate European males, ordained and/or religiously professed, or white, celibate (or widowed) European females. Members of the worldwide Church may wonder if the response to the universal call to holiness is generally more difficult or less efficacious among people of color, among Asians and Africans, among the poor, and among married people.32 Indeed, if the great majority of recognized saints had never expressed love for another human being in sexual intimacy, or if they manifested a disdain and contempt for such intimacy, what message would that send to the world and to the Church regarding the sanctity of marriage and the sacramental and cocreative character of human sexuality? Pope John Paul II himself called attention to this problem in the same apostolic letter cited above:


In particular, there is a need to foster the recognition of the heroic virtues of men and women who have lived their Christian vocation in marriage. Precisely because we are convinced of the abundant fruits of holiness in the married state, we need to find the most appropriate means for discerning them and proposing them to the whole Church as a model and encouragement for other Christian spouses (n. 37).



There have been far more married people than monks and virgins who have been luminous examples of Christian discipleship. When the ratio of the one to the other is reflected in the canonization process itself, the Church will have achieved the balance that so many of its members have called for.

In Memory of Women

Some years ago, a New Testament scholar, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, exposed the pattern of inattention to the stories of women in the Bible on the part of male exegetes and biblical theologians. In a groundbreaking book, In Memory of Her, she called for a reconstruction and reclaiming of early Christian history as the history of women as well as of men.33 In a similar fashion, Elizabeth Johnson has argued that “women’s history of holiness has been largely erased from the collective memory of the church” and that “even when they are remembered, exemplary women’s lives are interpreted as models of virtue that support the male-dominated status quo and cast women into submission.”34

It is not only that far fewer women have been recognized as saints than men,35 but also that women saints do not have as significant a place as men in the Church’s liturgical and devotional life. Thus, only forty-one commemorations on the General Roman Calendar or the Proper Calendar for the (Roman Catholic) Dioceses of the U.S.A. are of women saints, and twelve of these commemorations are Marian-related. There are roughly fifty-two liturgical celebrations of male saints in the rank of “obligatory memorial,” compared with twenty-three for female saints, of which five are Marian. Finally, there are sixty-six “optional memorials” for male saints and only thirteen for female saints, of which three are Marian. As one liturgical writer has observed, “If one excludes the various celebrations in honor of Marian titles, apparitions, or dogmas, the names and stories of other concrete women are heard with relative infrequency in Catholic liturgical assemblies.”36 Moreover, in the present sanctoral calendar the images of women tend to revolve around the titles of virgin, martyr, and religious. By far the greatest number of commemorated women are categorized as virgins. The few exceptions on the General Roman Calendar are Elizabeth of Portugal [July 4]; Mary Magdalene [July 22]; Anne, who is paired with her husband, Joachim [July 26]; Martha [July 29]; Monica [August 27]; and Margaret of Scotland [November 16].

Some writers have been justifiably critical of “the subtle ways in which the tradition has destroyed and continues to destroy the memory of women,” pointing in particular to the reduction to bracketed, and therefore optional, status of the women who were traditionally mentioned in the Roman Canon of the Mass: Felicity and Perpetua [March 7], Agatha, Lucy [December 13], Agnes, and Anastasia [December 22 (in the East), December 25 (in the Roman liturgical tradition)].37 Given the practice of most presiders when using the First Eucharistic Prayer, the names of women have effectively been obliterated from the central prayer of the Mass.

To be sure, the problem is not peculiar to Roman Catholicism. Lesser Feasts and Fasts38 of the Episcopal Church in the USA, for example, contains 127 celebrations honoring men in comparison to 18 celebrations commemorating women. Of these 18, 3 are Marian-related. Thus, women comprise about 12 percent of the Episcopal sanctoral calendar. Based on a very rough estimate of the multitude of saints celebrated and commemorated on the Russian Orthodox calendar, the percentage of women saints is about the same as one finds in the Episcopal calendar. In the Lutheran Book of Worship,39 women comprise about 15 percent of the sanctoral cycle.

The task of reconstruction and reclamation, therefore, is not only historical and theological, but also liturgical. The stories of women saints need to be recognized and proclaimed and then appropriately celebrated. The Church must teach through its worship that sanctity is gender-blind.

The Communion of Saints

The article on the “communion of saints” was first found in the Apostles’ Creed at the end of the fifth century and was used much earlier in the East, though not as part of the creed. The doctrine was understood in the first instance as a communion of grace among all Christians who participate in the blessings of salvation and in the communion of God’s holy people. Although this community of salvation was also understood to encompass the whole Church, the formal term “communion of saints” only gradually came to apply principally to the communion between the heavenly Church and the earthly Church. More recently still, the term has come to apply as well to the exchange of graces and spiritual benefits between individuals on earth, on the one hand, and the saints in heaven and the souls in purgatory, on the other. Together they represent what are known as the Church militant, the Church triumphant, and the Church suffering.

A fundamental biblical and theological meaning is grounded in the noun “communion” (Gk. koinonia). The Church is, first and foremost, a communion of disciples called by the Father, in Christ, through the power of the Holy Spirit (Heb. 2:14–17; Rom. 5:8–10; 8:3, 32–35; John 1:14; especially 2 Cor. 13:13). It is a communion that is not broken by death. Indeed, it flourishes for all eternity.

The doctrine of the communion of saints is affirmed in the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (and reaffirmed in The Catechism of the Catholic Church)40: “All, indeed, who are of Christ and who have his Spirit form one church and in Christ are joined together (Eph. 4:16). So it is that the union of the wayfarers with the brothers and sisters who sleep in the peace of Christ is no way interrupted; but on the contrary . . . this union is reinforced by an exchange of spiritual goods.” Those in heaven, because of their close union with Christ, “consolidate the holiness of the whole church, add to the nobility of the worship that the church offers to God here on earth, and in many ways help in a greater building up of the church (1 Cor. 12:12–27)” (n. 49). They intercede for those of us still on earth and place their merits at our disposal.

When Christ appears at the end of history and the glorious resurrection of the dead occurs, “the glory of God will light up the heavenly city and the Lamb will be its lamp (see Rev. 21:23)” (n. 51). At that supreme moment, the charity of the whole Church will be manifested in adoration of God and of the Lamb who was slain, and all will proclaim with one voice: “To the one who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be blessing and honor, glory and might, forever and ever!” (Rev. 5:13).

Saints are individuals, but not just individuals. They are integral members of the Church and, as such, manifest its corporate holiness. They bear within themselves the hope and the assurance that the Church, which is called to be holy, will, in fact, achieve that end.41

That hope is succinctly expressed in the words of the First Eucharistic Prayer: “For ourselves, too, we ask some share in the fellowship of your apostles and martyrs, with John the Baptist, Stephen, Matthias, Barnabas, Ignatius, Alexander, Marcellinus, Peter, Felicity, Perpetua, Agatha, Lucy, Agnes, Cecilia, Anastasia, and all the saints. Though we are sinners, we trust in your mercy and love. Do not consider what we truly deserve, but grant us your forgiveness.”
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PART II

SAINTS AND SPIRITUALITIES

SAINTS ARE HOLY PEOPLE WHO LIVE A LIFE OF DISCIPLESHIP “according to the Spirit” (Rom. 8:5). Their particular vision and style of saintly life is a called a spirituality. When that saintly vision and style attracts disciples and imitators, not only in the lifetime of the saint, but well beyond, it becomes a school of spirituality.

Because each saint is a unique embodiment of the grace of God, there are, in principle, as many spiritualities as there are saints. But, in fact, many of the saints are more alike than different from one another. Accordingly, there are fewer spiritualities than there are saints. Moreover, because relatively few saints attract a following of disciples and imitators beyond their own lifetimes, there are far fewer schools of spirituality than there are spiritualities.

What Is Christian Spirituality?

Just as there are non-Christian as well as Christian saints, so there are non-Christian as well as Christian spiritualities. Mohandas Gandhi [January 30] was a Hindu saint. His style of life was his spirituality. To the extent that he had disciples and imitators beyond his own lifetime, he inspired a Gandhian school of Hindu spirituality characterized by asceticism and nonviolence.

Our focus in this book, however, is on Christian sanctity and Christian spirituality, and more particularly still on the saints and spiritualities of the Catholic tradition, ecumenically understood.

“For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh,” St. Paul [June 29] wrote, “but those who live according to the Spirit, set their minds on the things of the Spirit” (Rom. 8:5). To be “spiritual” means to know and to live according to the knowledge that there is more to life than meets the eye. The “more than” is the sacred, the holy, the transcendent, the supernatural, the divine. Insofar as the “more than” enters into and impacts the realm of human experience, it is called the Holy Spirit. To be “open to the Spirit” is to accept explicitly who we are, namely, creatures of God made into the image and likeness of God, and who we are destined to become and then to direct our lives accordingly, in response to God’s grace within us.

Christian spirituality, therefore, has to do with a way of being Christian, that is, of being a disciple of Christ. Christian spirituality is rooted in the life of the triune God, centered on Jesus Christ, animated by the Holy Spirit, lived out within the Church and the wider world, and oriented always to the coming of God’s Reign in all its fullness at the end of human history.

Christian spirituality is visionary in that it involves a new way of seeing reality and of seeing through things to their spiritual core, of thus “interpreting spiritual things to those who are spiritual” (1 Cor. 2:13). As such, it is also essentially sacramental, because every created reality is imbued, to one degree or another, with the hidden presence of God. Christian spirituality is also relational, because discipleship is lived in a community of disciples, namely, the Church. Finally, Christian spirituality is transformational. The spiritual Christian is consciously in touch with the presence of the Spirit as the power that heals, reconciles, renews, gives life, bestows peace, sustains hope, brings joy, and creates unity. In a word, the Spirit “transforms” whatever it touches and penetrates.

There is not, and never has been, a single Christian spirituality, nor a single Catholic spirituality, as the historical survey below should make clear.

Schools of Christian Spirituality

When the spiritual vision and lifestyle of a particular saint attract disciples and imitators, not only in the saint’s lifetime, but well beyond, it becomes a school of spirituality. More often than not, the school is centered in a religious order, but it may also be identified with a particular country and culture or even with a particular movement within the Church, such as the Devotio Moderna, a fourteenth-century northern European lay movement, or the more recent liberationist and feminist movements. Schools of spirituality may also be identified with particular devotions, such as that to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. Given the broadly interfaith and ecumenical character of sanctity and spirituality, schools of spirituality may also be associated with particular religious traditions outside of Catholicism itself.

Schools of spirituality associated with religious orders include Augustinian, Benedictine, Camaldolese, Carmelite, Carthusian, Cistercian, Dominican, Franciscan, Ignatian, and Salesian. Schools of spirituality associated with countries, regions, or cultures include African, African American, American, Celtic, Eastern (Asian), Egyptian Desert Fathers, French, Hispanic, Hispanic American, and Native American. Schools of spirituality associated with non-Catholic and non-Christian religious traditions include Anglican, Anglo-Catholic, Islamic, Jewish, oriental Christian, Orthodox and non-Orthodox alike, and various denominational traditions within Protestantism. There are other categories as well, for example, eco-feminist, feminist, holistic, lay, and New Age.1

The principal characteristics of a school of Christian spirituality are (1) the introduction of a new and/or distinctive way of living the gospel relative to a particular moment in the history of the Church, as in the case of Francis and the Franciscans; (2) the production of various teachings, writings, customs, communal forms of life, institutions (e.g., Rules), and exemplary figures (beyond the school’s original inspiration), as in the case of Ignatius of Loyola and the Jesuits; (3) the generation of distinctive styles of prayer, worship, community life, and apostolic activities, as in the case of Benedict and the Benedictines, Dominic and the Dominicans, and Francis de Sales and the lay apostolate; and (4) the reshaping and/or intensification of the spiritualities of many other individuals and communities beyond the original group—for decades, even centuries, beyond the original inspiration.2

The saints who have generated schools of spirituality, of varying degrees of scope, intensity, and longevity, include Anthony of Egypt [January 17], Augustine of Hippo [August 28], Basil the Great [January 2], Benedict of Nursia [July 11], Bernard of Clairvaux [August 20], Brigid of Kildare [February 1], Bruno [October 6], Clare of Assisi [August 11], Columban [November 23], Dominic [August 8], Francis de Sales [January 24], Francis of Assisi [October 4], Hildegard of Bingen [September 17], Ignatius of Loyola [July 31], Ita of Killeedy [January 15], Jane Frances de Chantal [December 12], John Bosco [January 31], John of the Cross [December 14], John Vianney [August 4], Joseph [March 19], Louis Grignion de Montfort [April 28], Margaret Mary Alacoque [October 16], the Blessed Virgin Mary, Norbert [June 6], Paul of the Cross [October 19], Paul the Hermit [January 15], Philip Neri [May 26], Teresa of Ávila [October 15], Theresa of the Child Jesus [October 1], and Vincent de Paul [September 27], among others.3

A Brief History of Christian Spirituality

What follows is the story, told in highly schematic fashion, of the evolution of Christian spirituality (and of its many different forms) from the time of Jesus himself, through the Second Vatican Council of the mid-twentieth century, down to the present day.4 What this historical survey should make unmistakably clear is the richly diverse and pluralistic character of Christian spirituality. In a word, Christian spirituality is catholic.

The First Seven Centuries

Christian spirituality as such began to take shape with Jesus’ proclamation of the Kingdom of God (Mark 1:15) and the gathering of his first disciples around him (Matt. 4:18–22).

The first thing the Lord did when he appeared to his disciples after the Resurrection was to breathe the Holy Spirit upon them (John 20:19–23). Thereafter, the life of discipleship was to be lived within “the community of the disciples” (Acts 6:2).

If sanctity and spirituality have to do essentially with our union with God in Christ through the Holy Spirit, martyrdom, as we have already seen in the first part, provided in the earliest centuries of the Church an ideal means to such union. Martyrdom’s importance was rooted in its close connection with Christ’s own death and resurrection. To be put to death for the faith, that is, to be martyred (literally, to become a “witness”), was to experience ahead of schedule the final eschatological event. These were the so-called red martyrs.

After the Roman imperial persecutions had ended early in the fourth century, Christians wondered if the complete union with God in Christ offered by martyrdom was accessible in any other way. Origen (d. ca. 254) proposed that a life of complete self-sacrifice was a kind of unbloody martyrdom, and Clement of Alexandria (d. ca. 215) noted that every death is a true martyrdom provided one approaches it with the proper dispositions. Those who suffered in any way for the faith, whether by self-imposed ascetical practices, as in the case of the hermits and virgins, or by hardships meted out by others were considered unbloody, or “white,” martyrs. They were called “confessors.”

Monasticism—and the monastic spiritualities and schools of spirituality (Benedictine, Carthusian, Cistercian) that developed from it— had its roots in the New Testament, where some early Christians embraced celibacy “for the sake of the kingdom” (Matt. 19:12) and in postapostolic Syria, where ascetics, inspired by Luke’s Gospel (9:60), sought to imitate the poor, homeless, and celibate Jesus. Most sources locate the beginnings of monasticism in Egypt, where it developed first as flight from persecution and later as a rejection of the Constantinian embrace of the Church in 312. Under the leadership of Anthony of Egypt and others, individual Christians went into the desert (Gk. erēmia, thus the word “hermit”) to confront the devil, to come to terms with all the dark forces that war against the spirit, and to find simplicity of life in order to focus more sharply on the demands of the gospel. Some forms of asceticism were severe. In Syria, for example, various hermits used iron chains to punish themselves; others exposed themselves heedlessly to the elements. Gradually the hermits were joined by others, and a transition was made from the solitary form of monastic existence (anchoritism) to a modified community existence (cenobitism). Almost from the beginning, therefore, monastic life was looked upon as a continuation of apostolic life: perseverance together in prayer, in the community of goods, and in the breaking of the bread (Acts 2:42). The practice of consecrating virgins also developed at this time as yet another way of achieving fuller union with Christ.

Two or three generations passed before a spiritual theology emerged from the new monastic movement. According to the Neoplatonic schema of Pseudo-Dionysius (d. ca. 500)—probably a Syrian monk who identified himself with Dionysius the Areopagite, mentioned in Acts 17:34—the soul finds union with God only in going beyond itself, by rejecting all particular knowledge and allowing itself to be absorbed totally in the knowledge of God, whose love overflows in a stream of self-communicating goodness in creation. Thus, the spiritual life is divided into three stages: purification (the purgative way), meditation on the word of God (the illuminative way), and union with God (the unitive




The Middle Ages: Eighth Through Fourteenth Centuries













The Postmedieval Period












Nineteenth Century





1900–1950









1950 to Vatican II












Vatican II





Post–Vatican II












About the Author

RICHARD P. McBRIEN is Crowley-O’Brien Professor of Theology at the University of Notre Dame. A leading authority on Catholicism, he is the author of Lives of the Popes and Catholicism and a frequent commentator on Catholic issues on national radio and television.

Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com.




Also by Richard P. McBrien

Catholicism

The HarperCollins Encyclopedia of Catholicism (general editor)

The Lives of the Popes: The Pontiffs from St. Peter to Benedict XVI

The Pocket Guide to the Popes

The Pocket Guide to the Saints




[image: avon-boba-V2.jpg]





Copyright

[image: image]

LIVES OF THE SAINTS: From Mary and St. Francis of Assisi to John XXIII and Mother Teresa. Copyright © 2001 by Richard P. McBrien. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

HarperCollins Web site: http://www.harpercollins.com

HarperCollins®, [image: image] ®, and HarperOne™ are trademarks of HarperCollins Publishers.

FIRST HARPERCOLLINS PAPERBACK EDITION PUBLISHED IN 2003

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

ISBN 978–0–06–123283–1

EPub Edition October 2015 ISBN 9780062467805

09  10  11  12  13    RRD(H)    10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1





About the Publisher


Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

2 Bloor Street East - 20th Floor

Toronto, ON M4W 1A8, Canada

www.harpercollins.ca

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


OEBPS/images/f001.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
LIVES o
the SATNTS

From Mary and St. Francis of Assisi to

John XXIHT and Mother Teresa

RicHarRD P. MCBRIEN






OEBPS/images/9780062467805_Cover.jpg
FROM MARY AND ST. FrANCIS OF Assist
70 Joun XXIIT aND MoTHER TERESA





OEBPS/images/vii.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy1.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/bookperk-boba-V1.jpg
Bookperk

and get e-book
bargains, sneak peeks, special offers, and
more—delivered straight to your inbox.





